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ABSTRACT 



The accountability mismatch between the theory and the 
reality of charter schools and charter-school authorizers in the United 
States is identified in this report. The roles and characteristics of 
charter-school authorizers are not well understood, but they are positioned 
to play a key role in ensuring and enforcing charter-school accountability. 
This paper begins with an overview of the sample and methodology of the 
charter-school authorizer study. It is followed by a discussion of the theory 
and practice of charter-school accountability, presenting data on the role of 
authorizers. Charter-school accountability is then examined within the larger 
accountability policy context. The paper concludes with a discussion of the 
mismatch between the theory and reality of the accountability roles played by 
charter-school authorizers. Study findings suggest that the key roles 
authorizers play might become eclipsed by state assessment mandates and other 
accountability requirements. Charter-school level goal setting is also likely 
to be usurped by external accountability systems. Hence, the original vision 
of charter-school accountability is compromised by larger developments in the 
world of public-school accountability. (Contains 17 references and 6 tables.) 
(RT) 
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Abstract 

The authors identify the accountability mismatch between the theory and the reality of charter 
schools and charter school authorizers in the United States. The roles and characteristics of 
charter school authorizers are not well understood, but they are positioned to play a key role in 
ensuring and enforcing charter school accountability. However, their role is likely to be eclipsed 
by state assessment mandates and other accountability requirements. Charter-school-level goal 
setting is also likely to be usurped by external accountability systems. Hence, the original vision 
of charter school accountability is compromised by larger developments in the world of public 
school accountability. 

I. Introduction 

Charter schools are the subject of lively debate among education policy-makers, researchers, 
and citizens, particularly in the area of accountability. A charter school is authorized by an 
agency with the understanding that the school will be freed from all or some of the provisions of 
the state’s education code in exchange for meeting the goals identified in its charter agreement 
(or “charter”). If the charter school fails to meet the terms of its charter, the school can be closed 
by its charter school authorizer or the state, according to the accountability theory of this reform. 

What are “charter school authorizers”? Charter school authorizers are very important 
participants in the charter school movement, but their basic characteristics and roles are almost 
completely unexplored and undefined in the current literature (Hassel and Vergari, 1999). 

Charter schools and their authorizers are found in the states that have enacted charter school 
legislation (38 as of early 2001, including the District of Columbia and Puerto Rico). Among 
other things, these laws stipulate a wide range of accountability and flexibility provisions for 
charter schools. They also specify the types of agencies that are allowed to award charters, the 
approval process, and, in broad terms, the monitoring expectations for charter school authorizers. 

Also known as chartering agencies, sponsoring agencies, and charter-granting agencies, charter 
school authorizers include: local educational agencies (LEAs), county offices of education, state 
boards of education, chief state school officers, state educational agencies (SEAs), institutions of 
higher education (EHEs), municipal governments, and independent or charter school boards. 

Interestingly, although most charter school authorizers are LEAs, SEAs and EHEs have awarded 
much larger proportions of charters. 
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